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potential moral qualities can be made actual? Man out of
civil society, in so far as we can imagine him cut away from
most of what has made him the man we know, is a stupid,
limited, and happy animal. His conduct is guided by instinct
instead of by reason, by impulse instead of by considerations
of right and wrong. Man in civil society is rational; he knows
both good and evil. He knows that he ought to will the good.
That good is largely, if not entirely, social; it comes to life
through the common life of the citizens of a State who together
will the good of all and agree to do what is recognized to lead
to the good of all. Any citizen has the power to separate his
own private interests from the interests of the others, or he may
associate for a special purpose with a limited number of other
citizens and work with them for the attainment of that special
interest. In so far as he acts in this selfish way he is refusing
to work for the common good; but this common good is the
condition of the good life of every citizen; therefore he is acting
against his own best good. For a man living among other men
deliberately to will what is contrary to the common good is
moral and rational suicide: for Rousseau it is the same as acting
'against nature9 in the scholastic terminology. The sanction
is no longer God's displeasure or the mere feeling of having a
guilty conscience; for the sake of society it has to be nothing less
than the force of the community which has to save itself by
punishing the political (and, for Rousseau, moral) sinner. If it
is true that the common good is ultimately the same as the
individual's good, such a conclusion must follow.

So far the argument, though illogically expressed in the text,
is fairly clear, and it certainly expresses some part of the truth
about the relation between man and society. But Rousseau is
not writing a moral treatise; he is trying to establish an ethical
theory of the State. Now the most obvious function of the
State is legislation. From it man expects at any given time
definite rules of conduct which most citizens are normally ready
to obey and which eccentric or bad citizens know they must
obey if they are to avoid punishment. A State is a bad State
if its laws are oppressive or unjustly administered, but, whether